Background {#Sec1}
==========

Cohort studies have been established around the world to examine health and health care use in ageing populations \[[@CR1]--[@CR8]\]. Applying findings from these cohorts to health service policy and practice is vital to realising the public health benefit of these studies. Participants in cohort studies are typically healthier and more socioeconomically advantaged than the general population by self-selection or design (e.g. British Doctors Study). As a result, the prevalence of exposures and absolute risk of disease or death among cohort study participants are often different to their source population. While the basis for generalising aetiological associations from non-representative cohorts is well established \[[@CR9]\], there is little empirical evidence for generalising health service use associations. Additionally, absolute measures of health service use are often required to inform health service policy and practice. The few studies examining the effect of self-selection on absolute measures of health service use are conflicting, finding higher \[[@CR10], [@CR11]\] and lower \[[@CR12], [@CR13]\] health service use among participants.

The 45 and Up Study is a population-based cohort study in New South Wales (NSW), Australia, that was established to improve knowledge of ageing, with health service use a priority area \[[@CR14]\]. Cancer, a major ageing-associated disease, is the largest cause of burden of disease in Australia \[[@CR15]\], is among leading causes in other high-income countries and is becoming a significant burden in middle- and low-income countries \[[@CR16]\]. Providing effective, efficient and equitable access to cancer care services is important in reducing this burden. However, there is evidence that patterns of health service use, such as late diagnosis and reduced treatment uptake, across population subgroups lead to poorer cancer outcomes \[[@CR17]--[@CR19]\]. Demonstrating that patterns of health service use and associations with risk factors among cohort study participants are generalisable to the source population enables research findings from cohort studies to be applied with more confidence to health service policy and practice.

In this study, we aimed to assess differences in inpatient hospital use, emergency department attendance and survival among 45 and Up Study participants diagnosed with lung or bowel cancer compared with people diagnosed with these cancers aged 45 years and older in the NSW population using linked population-based cancer registry and administrative health data. We compared estimates of associations between risk factors (remoteness of residence, socioeconomic position, country of birth, comorbidity) and health service use and survival outcomes to assess selection bias.

Methods {#Sec2}
=======

Study design {#Sec3}
------------

This study used de-identified linked cancer registry, administrative hospital, death registry and 45 and Up Study cohort data. Around 267,000 NSW residents aged 45 years and older joined the Sax Institute's 45 and Up Study between February 2006 and December 2009, representing around 10% of this age group. Participants were randomly selected from the Department of Human Services (formerly Medicare Australia) enrolment database, a national publicly funded universal health care scheme. People aged 80 years and older and those from rural areas were over-sampled by a factor of two and all remote residents were sampled. Participants were recruited by completing a postal questionnaire and consenting to follow-up and linkage of their health-related records. The response rate was reported as 18% mid-recruitment period \[[@CR14]\] and additionally participants (\< 1%) volunteered via a hotline.

Cancer case data were obtained from the NSW Cancer Registry (NSWCR), a statutory registry of all invasive cancer cases (excluding non-melanoma skin cancer) diagnosed in NSW residents. Admission records for all NSW public and private hospitals were obtained from the NSW Admitted Patient Data Collection. Emergency department (ED) attendances at public hospitals were obtained from the NSW Emergency Department Data Collection, which had substantively complete coverage of EDs in metropolitan areas but was incomplete for regional areas for the study period. Attendance data were not available for the small number (\< 5) of EDs at private hospitals which made up \< 5% of ED activity during the study period \[[@CR20], [@CR21]\]. Mortality follow-up was from deaths recorded on the NSW Registry of Birth Deaths and Marriages.

The study was conducted with ethical approval from the NSW Population and Health Services Research Ethics Committee (HREC/14/CIPHS/60). Probabilistic linkage of the datasets was conducted by the Centre for Health Record Linkage (CHeReL) with an estimated false positive rate of 5 per 1000 ([www.cherel.org.au](http://www.cherel.org.au)[)]{.ul}. Identifying information (such as names and addresses) was separated from content information in the datasets to protect privacy. The CHeReL uses Choicemaker software to match identifiers and create a de-identified Project Person Number that enables records for an individual to be ascertained across the study datasets by researchers without accessing identifying information. The 45 and Up Study is approved by the University of New South Wales Ethics Committee.

Study population {#Sec4}
----------------

People aged ≥45 years diagnosed with bowel cancer (International Classification of Diseases, 10th Edition, Australian Modification \[ICD-10-AM\] C18-C20) or non-small cell lung cancer (ICD-10-AM C34, excluding m8041-m8045 and m8246; hereafter 'lung cancer') between February 2006 (commencement of 45 and Up Study recruitment) and December 2012 (the most recent data available at the time of extraction) were ascertained from the NSWCR. Bowel and lung cancer were selected since they are commonly diagnosed cancers, are leading causes of cancer death and have high rates of health service use in Australia \[[@CR22]\]. People with a cancer diagnosed prior to the index cancer (from January 2000 onwards) or with another cancer case diagnosed within three months of the index cancer were excluded. Cases of an uncommon histology type, notified to the NSWCR by death certificate only, or with an unknown diagnosis date or place of residence were excluded. Cancers with uncommon histology types were excluded since they have different treatment patterns and outcomes.

Outcomes and study variables {#Sec5}
----------------------------

We examined health service use in the year prior to and the year after diagnosis. We used measures of hospital use (number of overnight admissions and number of weeks in hospital, excluding hospitals that primarily provide sub- and non-acute care) and ED attendance since linked population data are available for these areas of health service use. We measured major resection (defined by the Australian Classification of Health Interventions) since surgery is the main curative treatment for bowel and lung cancer. We measured all-cause one- and three-year post-diagnosis survival and, for those who underwent resection, one-year post-operative survival. Survival outcomes were measured since there are high rates of health service use in the lead up to death \[[@CR23]\]. Mortality follow-up was to September 2016.

Age at diagnosis, sex, area-based socioeconomic position (Index of Relative Socioeconomic Disadvantage \[[@CR24]\] for Census Districts), remoteness of residence \[[@CR25]\] and extent of disease at diagnosis were obtained from the NSWCR. Country of birth was obtained from the NSWCR for people diagnosed between 2006 and 2010 but was unavailable from the NSWCR for 2011--2012. Country of birth was obtained from hospital admission records for this period. Hospital type (public or private), urgency of admission and the Charlson comorbidity score \[[@CR26]\] (calculated with a five year look-back from hospital-recorded diagnoses) were obtained from hospital admission records.

Analysis {#Sec6}
--------

We compared demographic, cancer case and health service use characteristics by 45 and Up Study participation status using a ratio of relative frequency (RRF). This was calculated by dividing the proportions in the 45 and Up Study by the proportion in the NSW cancer population for each categorical variable \[[@CR27], [@CR28]\]. A ratio greater than one indicates over-representation and a ratio below one indicates under-representation among 45 and Up Study participants. We restricted the examination of risk factor associations to resection use, one-year post-diagnosis survival, \> 4 weeks in hospital and \> 2 ED attendances in the year after cancer diagnosis. We focused on examining potential bias in associations with remoteness of residence, socioeconomic position, country of birth and comorbidity since these factors are often the focus of health service use studies. Associations with these factors were examined using a multivariable logistic regression model including all the factors of interest and adjusting for factors with known prognostic importance. In the model of resection status, sex, age and extent of disease at diagnosis were included as prognostic factors. In the models of the other outcomes, resection status was included as an additional prognostic factor. Adjusted relative odds ratios (RORs) were calculated as the ratio of the OR of 45 and Up Study participants to the OR of the NSW cancer population. Confidence limits (CLs) for the RRFs and RORs were calculated using the formula described by Nohr et al. \[[@CR28]\]. The formula assumes the subsample is a random sample of the population, which is not the case here; however, the coverage properties were found to be adequate in a similar study \[[@CR28]\].

Results {#Sec7}
=======

Demographic and cancer characteristics {#Sec8}
--------------------------------------

A total of 233,133 NSW residents aged ≥45 years were diagnosed with 245,266 cancer cases between February 2006 and December 2012 (Fig. [1](#Fig1){ref-type="fig"}). In NSW in 2008--12, the incidence per 100,000 age-standardised to the world population was 44.8 and 33.3 among men and 31.5 and 21.6 among women for bowel cancer and lung cancer respectively for all ages \[[@CR29]\]. A total of 17,661 participants of the 45 and Up Study were diagnosed with cancer after enrolment, 7.6% of all NSW residents diagnosed. Lung cancer was under-represented among 45 and Up Study participants diagnosed with cancer (7.8% \[*n* = 1379\] v 10.1% \[*n* = 23,537\]; RRF = 0.77, CL 0.74, 0.81). In the final analysis cohorts, 6.8% (*n* = 1837) and 5.6% (*n* = 969) of NSW residents aged ≥45 years at diagnosis of bowel or lung cancer, respectively, were 45 and Up Study participants.Fig. 1Study cohort

Sex and age distributions of 45 and Up Study participants diagnosed with bowel or lung cancer were similar to the NSW cancer population distributions (Table [1](#Tab1){ref-type="table"}). Although there was under-representation of the youngest age groups, the median and interquartile ranges of age at diagnosis were similar. People from regional and remote areas were over-represented among 45 and Up Study participants by up to 50%. The distribution of socioeconomic position was similar between participants and the source population, particularly for bowel cancer. However, the over-representation of regional and remote areas among 45 and Up Study participants affects the distribution of socioeconomic position since these areas are generally more socioeconomically disadvantaged than major cities. Stratifying by remoteness, the over-representation of people from less disadvantaged areas was evident. For example in major cities, people diagnosed with bowel cancer from areas in the least disadvantaged socioeconomic quintile were over-represented in the 45 and Up Study (26.7% \[*n* = 248\] v 21.9% \[*n* = 3918\]; RRF 1.22, CL 1.10, 1.35) and the most disadvantaged quintile was under-represented (14.2% \[*n* = 132\] v 19.3% \[*n* = 3452\]; RRF 0.74, CL 0.63, 0.86) (see Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}: Table 1). People from non-English speaking countries of birth were under-represented by a factor of two for both cancers. Extent of disease at diagnosis was similar, although the proportion of 45 and Up Study participants diagnosed with localised bowel cancer was slightly higher (34.7% \[*n* = 637\] v 31.4% \[*n* = 8493\]; RRF 1.10, CL 1.04, 1.17). 45 and Up Study participants had lower Charlson comorbidity scores for both cancers, with a higher proportion of 45 and Up Study participants with a score of zero and a lower proportion with a score of two or more.Table 1Cancer case characteristics of people diagnosed with bowel or lung cancer and ratio of relative frequency (RRF), 45 and Up Study participants and NSW residents aged ≥45 yearsBowel cancerLung cancer45 and UpNSW45 and UpNSWn%n%RRF (95% CL)n%n%RRF (95% CL)Sex Male100954.914,58554.01.02 (0.98,1.06)54556.210,17758.80.96 (0.91,1.01) Female82845.112,42846.00.98 (0.93,1.03)42443.8713741.21.06 (0.99,1.14)Age at diagnosis 45--54 years1176.425429.40.68 (0.57,0.80)464.714038.10.59 (0.44,0.77) 55--64 years35219.2586521.70.88 (0.81,0.97)17117.6357820.70.85 (0.75,0.98) 65--74 years60132.7811130.01.09 (1.02,1.16)33034.1557932.21.06 (0.97,1.15) 75--84 years54929.9749027.71.08 (1.01,1.15)32833.8515729.81.14 (1.04,1.24) 85+ years21811.9300511.11.07 (0.95,1.20)949.715979.21.05 (0.87,1.27) Median (IQR^a^)72 (64--80)71 (62--79)73 (66--80)71 (63--79)Charlson score 0145979.420,48775.81.05 (1.02,1.07)60762.6966255.81.12 (1.07,1.18) 11387.521337.90.95 (0.81,1.11)16416.9313118.10.94 (0.82,1.07) 2+20211.0358513.30.83 (0.73,0.94)13614.0310918.00.78 (0.67,0.91) No admission382.18083.00.69 (0.51,0.94)626.414128.20.78 (0.62,0.99)Extent of disease Localised63734.7849331.41.10 (1.04,1.17)19319.9319018.41.08 (0.96,1.22) Regional74840.711,49542.60.96 (0.91,1.01)22323.0369421.31.08 (0.96,1.21) Distant34218.6531419.70.95 (0.86,1.04)44045.4791745.70.99 (0.93,1.06) Unknown1106.017116.30.95 (0.79,1.13)11311.7251314.50.80 (0.68,0.95)Remoteness Major city92850.517,87166.20.76 (0.73,0.80)52153.811,58666.90.80 (0.76,0.85) Inner regional66035.9673524.91.44 (1.36,1.53)33634.7415624.01.44 (1.33,1.57) Outer regional & remote24913.624078.91.52 (1.36,1.70)11211.615729.11.27 (1.08,1.51)Area-based socioeconomic position Least disadvantaged29015.8424715.71.00 (0.91,1.11)12713.1207812.01.09 (0.93,1.28) Quintile 235119.1477717.71.08 (0.99,1.18)15115.6255014.71.06 (0.92,1.22) Quintile 339721.6527619.51.11 (1.02,1.20)17718.3326818.90.97 (0.85,1.10) Quintile 438721.1617822.90.92 (0.85,1.00)25526.3422324.41.08 (0.97,1.19) Most disadvantaged41222.4653524.20.93 (0.85,1.01)25926.7519530.00.89 (0.80,0.99)Country of birth Australia137074.618,11067.01.11 (1.08,1.14)68270.411,02763.71.11 (1.06,1.15) Other English speaking21911.925429.41.27 (1.13,1.43)13513.9208512.01.16 (0.99,1.35) Non-English speaking1729.4541120.00.47 (0.41,0.54)12212.6388922.50.56 (0.48,0.66) Unknown764.19503.51.18 (0.95,1.45)303.13131.81.71 (1.23,2.39)^a^ IQR = interquartile range*CL* confidence limits

Hospital use, ED attendance and survival {#Sec9}
----------------------------------------

Hospital use and ED attendance in the year prior to bowel or lung cancer diagnosis were similar for 45 and Up Study participants compared with the NSW bowel and lung cancer populations (Table [2](#Tab2){ref-type="table"}). In the year after diagnosis, the number of hospital admissions and weeks in hospital were similar, although slightly fewer (RRF \~ 0.9) 45 and Up Study participants spent more than four weeks in hospital and a higher proportion of stays were in private hospitals. A higher proportion of 45 and Up Study participants had no ED attendances in the year after diagnosis, which was also the case for residents of major cities where coverage of ED attendances was complete (not shown). Emergency bowel resections were under-represented among 45 and Up Study participants (12.5% \[*n* = 185\] v 15.6% \[*n* = 3324\]; RRF 0.80, CL 0.70, 0.92). One year post-operative survival was similar for 45 and Up Study participants for both cancers (Table [3](#Tab3){ref-type="table"}). One-year post-diagnosis survival was higher among 45 and Up Study participants by two and six percentage points for bowel and lung cancer respectively. Three-year post-diagnosis survival was around five percentage points higher among 45 and Up Study participants for both cancers, which for lung cancer is 24% higher than the population value (26.4% \[*n* = 256\] v 21.3% \[*n* = 3686\]; RRF 1.24, CL 1.12, 1.37).Table 2Hospital use and emergency department (ED) attendance in the year prior to and year following diagnosis of bowel or lung cancer and ratio of relative frequency (RRF), 45 and Up Study participants and NSW residents aged ≥45 yearsBowel cancerLung cancer45 and UpNSW45 and UpNSWn%n%RRF (95% CL)n%n%RRF (95% CL)Year prior to diagnosis Number of admission  Zero141977.220,48075.81.02 (0.99,1.04)69571.712,33271.21.01 (0.97,1.05)  127014.7455016.80.87 (0.78,0.97)17918.5327518.90.98 (0.86,1.11)  2+1488.119837.31.10 (0.95,1.27)959.817079.90.99 (0.83,1.20) Number of weeks in hospital  Zero141877.220,44475.71.02 (1.00,1.04)69471.612,30071.01.01 (0.97,1.05)  1 week27615.0416915.40.97 (0.88,1.08)17518.1293617.01.07 (0.94,1.21)   \> 1 week1437.824008.90.88 (0.75,1.02)10010.3207812.00.86 (0.72,1.03) Type of hospital  019128.8199920.51.40 (1.23,1.60)6815.0115514.41.04 (0.83,1.31)  147271.2774679.50.90 (0.82,0.97)38585.0686285.60.99 (0.91,1.09) Number of ED attendances  Zero139575.920,00674.11.03 (1.00,1.05)65867.911,64067.21.01 (0.97,1.05)  126614.5452316.70.86 (0.78,0.96)18318.9338519.60.97 (0.85,1.10)  2+1769.624849.21.04 (0.91,1.19)12813.2228913.21.00 (0.85,1.17)Year following diagnosis Number of admissions  Zero1598.723498.71.00 (0.86,1.15)16617.1284916.51.04 (0.91,1.19)  182544.911,53242.71.05 (1.00,1.10)37038.2631636.51.05 (0.97,1.13)  245224.6717126.50.93 (0.86,1.00)22022.7400123.10.98 (0.88,1.10)  3+40121.8596122.10.99 (0.91,1.08)21322.0414824.00.92 (0.82,1.03) Number of weeks in hospital  Zero1417.719897.41.04 (0.89,1.21)14915.4245214.21.09 (0.94,1.25)  Up to 2 weeks97553.113,17248.81.09 (1.04,1.13)40942.2696440.21.05 (0.98,1.13)   \> 2 to 4 weeks40121.8648924.00.91 (0.84,0.99)23123.8421024.30.98 (0.88,1.09)   \> 4 weeks32017.4536319.90.88 (0.80,0.97)18018.6368821.30.87 (0.77,0.99) Type of hospital  Private109533.314,03128.91.15 (1.10,1.21)24715.1383312.51.20 (1.07,1.35)  Public219266.734,52771.10.94 (0.91,0.97)139484.926,83487.50.97 (0.94,1.00) Number of ED attendances  Zero99654.213,41149.61.09 (1.05,1.14)32133.1519530.01.10 (1.01,1.20)  139521.5684425.30.85 (0.78,0.92)27528.4513829.70.96 (0.87,1.05)  219510.6336112.40.85 (0.75,0.97)15616.1311818.00.89 (0.78,1.03)  3+25113.7339712.61.09 (0.97,1.21)21722.4386322.31.00 (0.90,1.12) Resection  No36219.7573621.20.93 (0.85,1.01)77880.314,39083.10.97 (0.94,1.00)  Yes147580.321,27778.81.02 (1.00,1.04)19119.7292416.91.17 (1.03,1.32) Urgency of resection^a^  Planned/other129087.517,95384.41.04 (1.01,1.07)  Emergency18512.5332415.60.80 (0.70,0.92)^a^Results not shown for lung cancer since emergency resection is uncommon (\< 2%) and there are fewer than five 45 and Up Study participants with an emergency resection*CL* confidence limitsTable 3Survival outcomes following diagnosis of bowel or lung cancer and ratio of relative frequency (RRF), 45 and Up Study participants and NSW residents aged ≥45 yearsBowel cancerLung cancer45 and UpNSW45 and UpNSWn%n%RRF (95% CL)n%n%RRF (95% CL)One-year post-operative survival No1409.5225810.60.89 (0.77,1.04)2513.136612.51.05 (0.72,1.52) Yes133590.519,01989.41.01 (0.99,1.04)16686.9255887.50.99 (0.87,1.14)One-year post-diagnosis survival No27314.9464617.20.86 (0.78,0.96)50652.210,08258.20.90 (0.85,0.95) Yes156485.122,36782.81.03 (1.01,1.05)46347.8723241.81.14 (1.07,1.22)Three-year post-diagnosis survival No50827.7871632.30.86 (0.80,0.92)71373.613,62878.70.93 (0.90,0.97) Yes132972.318,29767.71.07 (1.04,1.10)25626.4368621.31.24 (1.12,1.37)*CL* confidence limits

Associations between risk factors and outcomes {#Sec10}
----------------------------------------------

There was little evidence of systemic bias in the estimates of associations between health service use and survival outcomes and remoteness of residence, country of birth and Charlson comorbidity score with odds ratios generally in the same direction and of similar magnitude among 45 and Up Study participants and the NSW population (Figs. [2](#Fig2){ref-type="fig"} and [3](#Fig3){ref-type="fig"}). However, there are examples of odds ratios for 45 and Study participants and the NSW population being in the opposite direction for people born in non-English speaking countries (odds of \> 4 weeks in hospital and surviving one year after diagnosis of bowel cancer) and for people from outer regional and remote areas (odds of surviving one year after diagnosis of bowel cancer). There are examples of the magnitude of odds ratios for 45 and Study participants and the NSW population differing (lower odds of \> 4 weeks in hospital for Charlson score of 2+ and higher odds of \> 2 ED attendances for Charlson score of 1 for 45 and Up Study participants diagnosed with lung cancer). Multivariable adjustment did not substantially change odds ratio estimates for risk factors (see Additional file [1](#MOESM1){ref-type="media"}: Tables).Fig. 2Adjusted\* odds of resection, \> 4 weeks in hospital and \> 2 ED visits in the year after diagnosis for people diagnosed with bowel or lung cancer, 45 and Up Study participants and NSW residents aged *≥45* years. \*Adjusted for sex, age at diagnosis, extent of disease at diagnosis, and additionally for hospital use and ED attendance outcomes, resection statusFig. 3Adjusted\* odds of one-year survival for people diagnosed with bowel or lung cancer, 45 and Up Study participants and NSW residents aged ≥ 45 years. \*Adjusted for sex, age at diagnosis, extent of disease at diagnosis and resection status

In the NSW population, greater socioeconomic disadvantage was associated with lower odds of resection and one-year survival for bowel cancer whereas there was little evidence of an effect among 45 and Up Study participants from the point estimates of the disadvantage quintiles, although confidence intervals were wide. Odds of \> 2 ED attendances in the year after bowel cancer diagnosis were in the same direction for 45 and Up Study participants as for the NSW population but were consistently around 1.5 times higher for the disadvantage quintiles. The relative consistency of differences in the magnitude and direction of odds ratio estimates for socioeconomic position across multiple outcomes among 45 and Up Study participants with bowel cancer could be indicative of bias.

Discussion {#Sec11}
==========

The expectation of cohort study participants being healthier and wealthier than their source population was met in regard to health but was not as straightforward for wealth. The marginal distribution of socioeconomic position of 45 and Up Study participants diagnosed with bowel or lung cancer was similar to the source population of people aged ≥45 years diagnosed with these cancers. However, the expected over-representation of people from more socioeconomically advantaged areas was evident when stratified by remoteness. We attribute the difference between the stratified and marginal distributions of socioeconomic position to the over-representation of people from regional and remote areas. People from regional and remote areas were over-sampled in the design of 45 and Up Study to facilitate examining effects of rurality \[[@CR14]\] and these areas are generally more socioeconomically disadvantaged than major cities \[[@CR24]\].

Slightly more 45 and Up Study participants diagnosed with bowel or lung cancer had no comorbidity, with participants having higher post-diagnosis survival compared with the population. Lung cancers were less common among 45 and Up Study participants compared to the NSW population. Since most lung cancers are smoking-related \[[@CR30]\], this likely reflects the lower prevalence of smokers and greater proportion of never smokers in the 45 and Up Study compared to NSW population survey-based estimates at baseline (7.4 and 12% smoking prevalence \[[@CR31]\], 56% \[[@CR32]\] and 40--50% never smokers \[[@CR33]\] in the 45 and Up Study and NSW population respectively). A higher proportion of 45 and Up Study participants were diagnosed with localised bowel cancer compared to the NSW population, which may be related to 45 and Up Study participants having higher rates of bowel screening compared to NSW population estimates \[[@CR31]\]. A national government-funded screening program was phased in from late 2006 to facilitate early detection of bowel cancer. Additionally screening tests have been available from pharmacies and medical practitioners. In contrast, lung cancer does not have a screening program and the diagnosis of localised lung cancer was similar between 45 and Up Study participants and the NSW population. Despite these differences, absolute measures of hospital and emergency department use in the year prior to and after cancer diagnosis were similar to the population estimates.

Estimates of risk factor associations among 45 and Up Study participants were generally consistent with population estimates, despite participants not being a representative sample in terms of these factors. While this is a demonstration of representativeness not being required for associations to be generalisable, the converse, that representativeness does not guarantee generalisability, was also demonstrated. The only risk factor that showed evidence of systemic bias was socioeconomic position among people with bowel cancer, which had a similar marginal distribution to the population. This apparent bias may in part be due to differing effects of socioeconomic disadvantage on health care utilisation in urban and rural settings. As in most epidemiological studies, the measure of socioeconomic position used in this study is a general index that may not capture contextual effects of disadvantage in urban and rural settings \[[@CR24], [@CR34]\]. The apparent bias may also be due to the area-level measure of socioeconomic position used in this study since an individual-level measure was not available in the population cancer data. 45 and Up Study participants may have different individual-level socioeconomic characteristics to those in the same area, making participants not comparable to non-participants. Similarly, since the 45 and Up Study baseline questionnaire was only available in English, country of birth associations were measured among people with sufficient English proficiency to respond which could have contributed to instances of non-English speaking country of birth associations being in the opposite direction to the population estimates.

Selection bias can occur when there are joint risk factors for study participation and outcomes and, furthermore, the magnitude of bias depends on the strength of these associations \[[@CR35]\]. Health service use studies may be prone to selection bias since factors such as health literacy and health-seeking behaviours are likely to be associated with participation in a cohort study and are associated with health service use \[[@CR36], [@CR37]\]. Selection bias can be minimised by including factors associated with selection and outcome in adjustment models \[[@CR35]\]. However, there are no questions on health literacy and few questions on health-seeking behaviours in the 45 and Up Study. It would be beneficial for cohort studies established with an aim of examining health service use to include validated measures of health literacy and health-seeking behaviours.

In aetiological studies, a key consideration in assessing the generalisability of associations is whether the underlying biological mechanisms are the same in participants and non-participants \[[@CR38]\]. In health service use studies, non-biological mechanisms such as attitudes and beliefs towards health service use also need to be considered. In other studies, hospital use by responders to a health survey was similar to non-responders but out-of-hospital health service use differed. \[[@CR10], [@CR11]\] Hospital use is potentially less likely to be impacted by a person's health-seeking propensity than out-of-hospital care since admitting physicians act as gatekeepers. Much activity for the early detection and diagnosis of cancer occurs in the primary care and outpatient settings. Health service use in response to cancer symptoms depends not only on clinical factors, but also psychosocial factors such as knowledge of symptoms and fear of cancer \[[@CR39], [@CR40]\]. Population-level primary care and outpatient data are not available for linkage studies in NSW. Health service use in these settings may be more vulnerable to the impacts of self-selection and requires further examination.

With the large number of comparisons in this study, some differences between estimates from 45 and Up Study participants and the NSW population are likely to occur by chance. Additionally, the 45 and Up Study participants were a small sample of the population and differences could result from sampling error rather than non-sampling error such as self-selection. The precision of the study estimates was limited by the small number of 45 and Up Study participants diagnosed with cancer. For individual cancer sites, even large cohort studies may be underpowered for the detection of differences between risk groups for health service use outcomes \[[@CR41]\]. Furthermore, small numbers can reduce the number of confounders able to be included in adjustment models due to sparse-data bias \[[@CR42]\]. The number of cancer cases diagnosed among 45 and Up Study participants will increase with longer follow-up. However, the findings of health service use studies using cancer cases diagnosed over long time periods may have limited applicability to health service policy and practice which often require timely data.

There are few studies examining the impact of self-selection on health service use outcomes and none focusing on cancer that we are aware of. Of these studies, most have examined participation in surveys with response rates of 50--80% conducted in Scandinavia or the Netherlands with one US Study \[[@CR10], [@CR11], [@CR13], [@CR43], [@CR44]\]. The effect of self-selection on hospitalisation and psychiatric care has been examined in one cohort study \[[@CR12]\] which had participation rates of 65--90% compared with the 45 and Up Study (18%) \[[@CR14]\]. These studies have focussed on absolute measures of health service use and have reported both higher \[[@CR10], [@CR11], [@CR44]\] and lower \[[@CR12], [@CR13], [@CR43]\] health service use among participants. One study reported that health service use was only slightly (3--6%) lower among survey participants compared with all non-responders, but for the subset of people who did not respond due to illness there were much greater differences in health service use \[[@CR43]\]. Similar to our study, the one study examining associations between demographic factors and health service use (including use of prescription drugs, hospitalisations, specialist, allied and dental care) among responders to a health survey found estimates were similar to those measured from target sample \[[@CR10]\]. Our study complements another study on the representativeness of 45 and Up Study cohort which demonstrated the generalisability of aetiological associations measured from 45 and Up Study participants to survey-based NSW population estimates \[[@CR31]\].

Conclusions {#Sec12}
===========

This study contributes to the empirical evidence base for generalising health service use associations measured from non-representative samples. There was little evidence of bias in risk factor associations for the cancers and outcomes examined. However, the comparability of participants and non-participants with respect to the risk factor measure requires consideration. Further study is warranted on health service use in the primary and outpatient settings since the potential for selection bias is greater.

Additional file
===============

 {#Sec13}

Additional file 1:Socioeconomic position by rurality and univariable and multivariable models of health service use outcomes. The additional file contains ratios of relative frequencies for area-based socioeconomic position stratified by rurality (major city; regional and remote) and univariable and multivariable logistic regression models of health service use outcomes (resection; \> 4 weeks in hospital; \> 2 emergency department attendances; one-year all-cause post-diagnosis survival) for 45 and Up Study participants and NSW residents aged ≥45 years at diagnosis of bowel or lung cancer. (DOCX 610 kb)

CL

:   Confidence limit

ED

:   Emergency department

ICD-10-AM

:   International Classification of Diseases, 10th Edition, Australian Modification

NSW

:   New South Wales

NSWCR

:   NSW Cancer Registry

ROR

:   Relative odds ratio

RRF

:   Ratio of relative frequency

This research was completed using data collected through the 45 and Up Study ([www.saxinstitute.org.au](http://www.saxinstitute.org.au)). The 45 and Up Study is managed by the Sax Institute in collaboration with major partner Cancer Council NSW; and partners: the National Heart Foundation of Australia (NSW Division); NSW Ministry of Health; NSW Government Family & Community Services -- Ageing, Carers and the Disability Council NSW; and the Australian Red Cross Blood Service. We thank the many thousands of people participating in the 45 and Up Study.
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